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narrower and more self-conscious environment of a
typically modern school.
With ideal conditions, however, we are not presented in
the vivacious diary which Helene Massalska began keeping
at the age of nine or ten, and wrote regularly for four years
(1773-y).1 It is true that the after-career of this observ-
ant onlooker hardly wins our confidence, and we do not
feel we can trust her judgments of all she saw around her.
Frivolous even as a child, and without a spark of super-
natural insight, Helene nevertheless draws with precocious
clarity the picture of a monastery in a state of incipient
decadence. Worldliness and love of the spectacular have
invaded its walls, and although a certain outward and tradi-
tional austerity, coupled with sentimental piety, give it a
superficial spiritual life, it but awaits the first blast of ration-
alism and persecution in order to crumble into decay. So
minute, however, is the schoolgirl's account of her daily
life, her studies, her mistresses, and her companions, that
we cannot but yield to the temptation to reproduce it
briefly in these pages in order to reconstruct a whole tradi-
tion from this one example, though not of the best.
Certain political reasons caused the Prince-Bishop,
Helene's uncle, to bring her at an early age to this Parisian
convent. The homesick, tired, and frightened little heiress,
already self-possessed enough to have resolved not to speak
any French until she could do so with sufficient dignity, was
conducted first into the abbess's apartments in order to be
presented to the noble ruler of the great household.
Under her tired eyelids the child noticed the gilded
cornices, the spacious rooms, the nuns in attendance, and,
1 See Histotre tfttne Grande Deime au XVIII Siecle, by Luden Percy. The
writer, a woman, who uses the above pseudonym, gives in the introduction to
vol. i the facts about the diary, which is now kept in the Chiteau d*Oron et de Paris,